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ABSTRACT This study uses an ordered probit model to examine the impact of student 
characteristics and perceptions of the teaching evaluation process on student ratings. The 
results indicate that expected grade, ethnic background, gender and age are a significant 
influence on student ratings. A primary student-based influence on teaching evaluation 
performance would appear to be the perceived potential outcome of the evaluation in terms of 
tenure, promotion and salary decisions, and improvements in teaching and staff allocation. 
The impact of student perceptions and characteristics is also found to vary across the various 
dimensions of teaching performance with the potential bias being highest for evaluation 
questions relating to overall performance, and lowest for questions relating to formative 
assessment and deep learning outcomes. 
Introduction 
 
Student evaluations of teaching are now commonplace in most universities and the empirical 
analysis of this student-based approach to appraisal proceeds apace. While the validity of 
student ratings has been sufficiently well established (Marsh, 1984; Arubayi, 1987), the focus 
of research “has shifted more recently to methodological concerns and the study of specific 
background characteristics which might harm validity” (Wachtel, 1998, p. 192). Put 
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differently, there is the possibility that background characteristics [or factors that have nothing 
to do with the instructor’s behaviour or effective teaching] could bias student ratings. If this is 
the case, student evaluations as a valid indicator of teaching effectiveness, whether for 
formative (quality improvement) or summative (quality assurance) purposes, could be called 
into question.  
Some evidence on the biases introduced by background variables into student evaluations 
already exists. Four broad sets of factors are noted. To begin with, an extensive literature has 
developed concerned with the characteristics associated with the administration of student 
evaluations (Feldman, 1978; Chen and Hoshower, 1998; Wachtel, 1998). Beginning with 
Feldman (1977; 1978; 1979) a large number of studies have examined the specific question of 
how the timing and stated purpose of the evaluation, along with factors such as the anonymity 
of student raters and instructor presence in the classroom, could conceivably influence student 
evaluation results. The second group of background variables posited to influence student 
evaluations of teaching are concerned with the characteristics of the course itself (Marsh and 
Dunkin, 1992; Braskamp and Ory, 1994; Anderson and Siegfried, 1997). This widespread 
literature now recognises the impact of electivity, level of course, subject area, and workload, 
amongst others, on teaching ratings.  
The third group of background variables relates to the characteristics of the instructor, for 
which a large number of factors have been proposed and duly tested (Anderson and Siegfried, 
1997; Wachtel, 1998). These include instructor rank and experience, the reputation and 
research skill of the instructor, along with more base concerns of gender, minority status and 
physical appearance. The final group of background factors concerns the characteristics of 
students themselves and the biases introduced into student evaluations of teaching (Koermer 
and Petelle, 1991; Tatro, 1995; Anderson and Siegfried, 1997; Chen and Hoshower, 1998). 
Specific hypotheses addressed in this literature include the role of prior subject interest, the 
gender of students, the role of expected grade, student perceptions and the impact of student 
age.  
When examining existing research on characteristics associated with bias in student 
evaluations of teaching, a number of salient points emerge. First, while the characteristics of 
the administration of evaluations, the instructor and the course have been extensively studied; 
little attention has been paid to measuring what appears to be a relatively important source of 
ratings bias, that is, the perceptions and characteristics of students themselves. Second, even 
when studies have concerned themselves with this area, “the majority of the studies have been 
conducted in the United States of America or Canada, with apparently few studies in countries 
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like the United Kingdom or Australia” (Arubayi, 1986, p. 1). Examples of recent North 
American work include Prave and Bavril (1993), Tatro (1995), Anderson and Siegfried 
(1997) and Chen and Hoshower (1998). Importantly, while studies like Casey et al. (1997) 
and Timpson and Andrew (1997) have discussed the student evaluation process in Australia, 
as far as the author is aware no work has been undertaken on bias in student evaluations of 
teaching in this particular milieu. Since there is little apparent difference between student 
evaluations of teaching in the US and those in Australia this omission is unfortunate in that no 
standard of comparison currently exists.    
Third, most of the existing work is largely ‘generic’ and has not focused on specific 
attributes of the teaching context. This is important because subject or discipline-specific 
analyses would provide greater empirical certainty on the role of background characteristics 
in teaching evaluations. Studies using data derived from business-related teaching contexts 
are particularly uncommon. Fourth, “a few background variables have not yet been 
sufficiently investigated as to whether there is a significant effect on student ratings. [I]t is felt 
that the effect, if any, of the age of the students on ratings could be studied, provided that 
other characteristics such as course level, class size and prior student interest could be 
controlled for” (Wachtel, 1998, p. 205).  
Finally, despite evidence suggesting the bias of background characteristics represents 
“quite complex interactions between gender, teacher characteristics/behaviours and student 
perceptions and expectations” (Casey et al., 1997, p. 459) there has been an almost total 
reliance on simple descriptive statistics and ordinary regression analysis. The latter point is 
particularly important in that conventional regression methods are inappropriate for the 
qualitative response models implied by the use of survey data. It is thus clear that future 
research must seek to correct for sources of presumed bias resulting from the choice of 
estimation method. Rigorous empirical analysis would therefore facilitate greater certainty on 
the status of student background characteristics in teaching evaluations. It is with these 
considerations in mind that the present study is undertaken. 
The paper itself is divided into four main parts. The second section briefly surveys existing 
evidence regarding the role of student background characteristics in teaching appraisal. The 
third section outlines the models and associated hypotheses for the analysis of student 
characteristics and student evaluations of teaching, whilst the results are examined in the 
fourth section. The paper ends with some brief concluding remarks. 
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Prior Research 
In contrast to the sources of bias linked with the administration of student evaluations and 
course/instructor characteristics, hypotheses to explain variation in ratings associated with 
student perceptions and characteristics are relatively underdeveloped. The literature that does 
exist may be broadly categorised into the role of student’s (i) perceptions and expectations, 
(ii) physical characteristics, and (iii) course-related characteristics.    
To start with, the possible impact of student perceptions and expectations has received 
some attention. An essentially empirical literature has developed with three largely 
independent strands. The first is concerned with the effect of a student’s expected grade on 
the student’s evaluation of their teacher in that course. Watchtel (1998, p. 201) has argued that 
this “has been one of the most controversial topics in the literature on the student evaluation 
of teaching”. Studies by Marsh (1987), Braskamp and Ory (1994), Marsh and Dunkin (1992), 
amongst others, generally assert that there is a positive correlation between expected grade 
and student ratings.  
However, much of the controversy associated with this hypothesis derives from the 
possible source of this bias. These include: (i) the leniency hypothesis (instructors can ‘buy’ 
better evaluations by giving higher grades); (ii) the validity hypothesis (more effective 
instructors cause students to work harder, thereby earning higher grades); and (iii) the student 
characteristic hypothesis (pre-existing student characteristics affect both teaching 
effectiveness and student ratings). Numerous studies have examined the ‘leniency’ hypothesis 
in particular (see, for instance, Chacko, 1983; Marsh, 1987; Nimmer and Stone, 1991). 
Chacko (1983), for example, showed that strict grading led students to rate the instructor 
lower on components relating to grading fairness, as well as unrelated areas such as attitude to 
students.  Nimmer and Stone (1991) likewise found that the leniency hypothesis was a 
possible source of bias in student evaluations, and that this bias was more pronounced when 
the evaluation was administered close to an item of assessment. 
The second strand associated with the role of student perceptions as a possible source of 
bias relates to student expectations concerning the instructor. Put differently, students who 
expect a good instructor usually rate higher and vice versa. Studies by Koermer and Petelle 
(1991) have found evidence supporting the positive association between expectation of the 
course and actual ratings; “students with high expectations and high experiences give higher 
ratings than those with low expectations and high experiences or with low experiences” 
(Wachtel, 1998, p. 203).  
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The final strand of research relating to students’ expectations concerns the factors that 
influence the students’ attitudes towards teaching evaluations and their assessment of the 
relative importance of these factors. In one recent study, Chen and Hoshower (1998, p. 532) 
argued that “very few studies [of student ratings] have examined students perceptions of 
teaching evaluations and their motivation to participate in the evaluation ... the usefulness of 
student evaluation data is severely undermined unless students are willing to provide quality 
input”. Chen and Hoshower (1998) used expectancy theory to relate the attractiveness of a 
teaching evaluation to the attractiveness of a desired outcome and the perceived probability of 
this outcome.  
In that particular study, the four potential outcomes included: (i) the use of student 
evaluations for the purposes of improving teaching; (ii) influencing tenure, promotion and 
salary conditions for instructional staff; (iii) improving course content and format; and (iv) 
providing information for future students to use in the selection of courses and teachers (Chen 
and Hoshower, 1998, p. 535). The results indicated that if the purported uses of the 
evaluations correspond to the uses that students prefer (and they believe that the evaluations 
will be truly used for these purposes) the students will assign a high valence to the evaluation 
system, and thereby provide meaningful (and unbiased) input (Chen and Hoshower, 1998). 
The second broad category of student-related research concerns physical characteristics, 
including gender, age and ethnicity. Several studies have examined the role of student gender 
in evaluations. Recent reviews of this diverse literature reveal little consistent evidence of 
gender bias (Watchtel, 1998). For example, Feldman (1977) and Tatro (1995) generally found 
that female students gave higher ratings than males, while Koushki and Kuhn (1982) found 
evidence supporting the reverse. Alternatively, Anderson and Siegfried (1997) examined the 
role of gender from the perspective of both student and instructor. In their analysis of 
economic students in US universities, female students generally gave lower ratings across the 
dimensions of amount learned, interest and importance, with higher ratings for difficulty.  
The impact of student age and ethnicity on student ratings has been the subject of far less 
empirical attention. And these have normally been investigated in conjunction with other 
physical characteristics, mostly gender. For instance, while the main focus of interest in 
Anderson and Siegfried’s (1998) study was gender bias in student ratings, additional variables 
were included which covered ethnic background (i.e. African-American, Hispanic, Asian) and 
age. Watkins (1994) also examined the possible biases of student evaluations of teaching from a 
cross-cultural perspective. However, “no studies have yet investigated whether there exists a 
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systematic racial bias in student evaluations of teaching” (Centra, 1993, p. 76). In regards to the 
influence of age on ratings, Wachtel (1998, p. 203) concluded: 
[T]o our knowledge there have not been any recent studies which examine specifically 
the effect of the age of the students on student ratings of instruction… we do not know, 
for instance, whether the higher ratings in upper-level courses are a result of the more 
advanced level of subject matter, or the students being older and more mature.  
The final broad category of student characteristics concerns those linked with the course itself. 
A number of studies have postulated a relationship between prior subject interest and teaching 
ratings (Wachtel, 1998, p. 201). For example, Feldman (1977), Howard and Maxwell (1980), 
Marsh and Cooper (1981) and Prave and Bavril (1993) have examined the suggestion that 
students with a greater interest in the subject area (as indicated by higher past grades) tend to 
give more favourable teacher ratings.  Alternatively, Marsh and Dunkin (1992) have argued 
that the influence of prior subject interest does not constitute a bias, except where results are 
used summatively, thereby being more a function of the course rather than the teacher. 
Likewise, while the main focus of interest in Anderson and Siegfried’s (1998) study was gender 
bias in student ratings, additional variables were included which covered hours of calculus 
instruction (comparable to prior subject interest) and grade point average to date. Several other 
course-related student characteristics have also been investigated. These include course 
enrolment status (part or full-time) and the distinction between undergraduate and 
postgraduate enrolment. 
Empirical Methodology 
The data used in this study is obtained from an anonymous questionnaire administered to 
students in a third/fourth-year security analysis subject at a large Australian university (see 
Appendix). The subject is compulsory for finance majors (an elective for all others) in the 
undergraduate commerce program, and is included in several postgraduate coursework 
offerings. Class contact consists of a three-hour lecture followed by a one-hour tutorial, and 
assessment comprises several class tests, a mid-semester examination and a final examination. 
The same instructor gave all lectures, and the survey was given at the end of the semester 
during the lecture. Student evaluations of teaching are administered each semester in an 
identical manner to the questionnaire, the only difference being that students were asked to 
anonymously complete several additional questions about themselves and their views of the 
evaluation process. Responses were obtained from eighty-eight percent of the one hundred 
enrolled students.  
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The questionnaire itself is composed of two parts. The first part consists of a student 
evaluation of teaching (SET) survey as administered by the university’s teaching development 
unit. Student evaluations of teaching in Australia are normally intended to obtain structured 
feedback from students on teaching performance. Originally designed for a formative (quality 
improvement) function, SET questionnaires have increasingly served a summative (quality 
assurance) function in Australia, largely in applications for promotion and tenure.    
The SET questionnaire is comprised of ten items. These items focus on different aspects of 
teaching: namely, (i) aims and objectives; (ii) content knowledge and pedagogical skills; (iii) 
personal characteristics; (iv) concern for students; (v) commitment to the use of formative 
assessment; (vi) focus on deep learning outcomes; (vii) curriculum design (viii) commitment 
to improvement; (ix) relevance of assessment; and (x) an overall rating. For example, item 
(iv) is “The lecturer shows genuine concern for student progress and needs”. Students select 
from five cells for the first nine positive statements (disagree strongly, disagree, neutral, agree 
and strongly agree) and five for the question relating to overall teaching performance (very 
poor, poor, satisfactory, good and very good).  
All of these questions focus on the formative (quality improvement) function of student 
evaluations and are common to all SETs administered in the university. Additional sets of 
questions concerning the context of the teaching situation (small or large group instruction, 
problem or technology-based learning, etc.) are available, but were not administered in the 
survey. The SET questionnaire given is therefore viewed as largely invariant to the emphasis 
of the instructor on, say, a deep learning approach or an ‘information transmission’ view of 
teaching. Selected descriptive statistics are detailed in Table 1. 
The second part of the questionnaire is composed of a several additional items designed to 
collect discrete data on each student’s own characteristics and perceptions of the SET process. 
Characteristics recorded include ethnic background, age, gender, course enrolment status, and 
average grade over the currently enrolled course. A question is also included to extract 
information on each student’s perceptions of the evaluation process. Summary statistics on 
the data collected is included in Table 1.  
<TABLE 1 HERE> 
The first set of variables represents perceptions and expectations of the evaluation process 
and the subject itself. The first three variables indicate the differing purposes of student 
evaluations of teaching. These are: (i) as a summary measure of teaching effectiveness for 
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promotion, tenure and salary decisions (TEN); (ii) to provide formative feedback to faculty for 
improving teaching (TEA); and (iii) to yield information for the purposes of allocating staff to 
particular subjects in the future (STF) (Chen and Hoshower, 1998, p. 532). No particular a 
priori sign is hypothesised when student ratings are regressed against students’ perceptions of 
student evaluations. The fourth variable relates to the hypothesis concerning the impact of a 
student’s expected grade on a student’s evaluation of teaching (ECR). As discussed, Marsh 
and Dunkin (1992), amongst others, suggest that student’s expecting a higher grade will 
provide higher ratings on teaching evaluations. A positive relationship between expected 
grade and student ratings is hypothesised.  
The second set of variables symbolises student physical characteristics that may influence 
student ratings. Two variables relate to the impact of student age on teaching evaluations. 
These are: (i) whether a student is aged between twenty-one and thirty years (ALT); and (ii) 
whether the student is aged over thirty years (AMT) [thirty was viewed as a sensible division 
between ‘older’ and ‘younger’ students in a primarily undergraduate offering]. Despite little 
empirical evidence suggesting a relationship between student age and ratings, it is thought 
that older students may generally be more critical of the teaching process. Negative 
coefficients are hypothesised. 
A number of additional variables relating to physical characteristics are also in included in 
the second set of explanatory variables: namely, non-English speaking background domestic 
students (NDM) and non-English speaking background overseas students (NOS). It is posited 
that ethnicity may form a significant background effect in studies of this type (Watkins 1994). 
Unfortunately, most work in this area has a North American focus, and has thereby 
emphasised the distinction between ‘white’, African-American, Hispanic, and Asian students. 
However, Watkins (1994, p. 264) compared student ratings across English-speaking and non-
English speaking backgrounds in an international setting, and while the results “suggested 
some overall similarity in perception of teaching effectiveness”, students in ‘Western’ 
education systems tended to give higher ratings. Negative coefficients are therefore 
hypothesised when student ratings are regressed against non-English speaking background 
students (both domestic and international). The last variable in the set of physical 
characteristics relates to the impact of gender as a background characteristic in student 
evaluations. While some studies have found little proof of gender bias, others give evidence 
suggesting female students give lower ratings for business-related subjects. Given the 
tendency of students to rate same-sex instructors higher (the instructor in this case is male), 
these hypotheses point to a negative ex ante coefficient. 
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The final set of variables specified in Table 1 relates to additional student-related 
dimensions of the evaluation process. These are: (i) enrolment status (FTE), current course 
enrolment (UDR), and average grade to date (ACR and ADT). For the first two course-related 
characteristics it is unclear what influence these should have on student ratings. Nonetheless, 
the inclusion of the dimensions of enrolment may highlight significant variations across the 
cohort. No a priori coefficients are hypothesised. The second two variables relate to students’ 
past course experiences. In general, is expected that high performing students have a greater 
familiarity with the subject matter, and are therefore more likely to award more favourable 
student evaluations. Positive coefficients are hypothesised. 
The data collected from the second part of the questionnaire defines a set of explanatory 
variables against which the outcomes of the teaching evaluation in the first part are regressed. 
Ten separate regressions are specified, one for each question in the SET. The explanatory 
variables are held constant across the individual regressions. For the first nine regressions the 
dependent variable is specified as one of five outcomes: namely, 0 (strongly disagree), 1 
(disagree), 2 (neutral), 3 (agree) and 4 (strongly agree). In the tenth regression (overall 
teaching performance) the outcomes are 0 (very poor), 1 (poor), 2 (satisfactory), 3 (good) or 4 
(very good).      
Although the outcome is discrete in either of these cases, multinomial logit or probit 
models would fail to account for the ordinal nature of the dependent variables (i.e. student 
ratings).  Ordinary regression would err in the opposite direction such that the differences 
between selected answers, say, ‘poor’ and ‘satisfactory’ performance, would be treated in the 
same manner as that between, say, ‘satisfactory’ and ‘good’ performance, whereas in fact they 
are only a ranking. Accordingly, the following ordered probit model with simple 
heteroskedasticity is specified: 
. if 
...
, if 2
, if 1
, if 0
],,0[~
,
1
*
2
*
1
1
*
0
0
*
'
*
*
−≤=
≤<=
≤<=
≤=
+=
Ji
i
i
ii
ii
iii
yJ
y
y
yy
wN
xy
μ
μμ
μμ
μ
ε
εβ
 (1) 
 A.C. Worthington 10 
where εi is distributed normally with a mean of zero and Var(εi) equals wi2. This model 
comprises a form of censoring. The μs are unknown parameters to be estimated with β.  
Consider the results of the SET questionnaire. Students have their own intensity of 
feelings. Given that course and instructor characteristics are fixed across the sample, these 
depend on certain measurable factors x (student characteristics and perceptions) and certain 
unobservable factors ε (such as the interaction between course/instructor and student 
characteristics). In principle, students would respond to the questionnaire with their own y* if 
asked to do so. Given the discrete nature of the answers they choose that cell which most 
closely approximates their own feelings on the question. Since the μs are free parameters 
there is no significance attached to the unit distance between the set of observed values of y. 
Estimates are obtained by maximum likelihood.  
Empirical Results 
The estimated coefficients and standard errors of the parameters detailed in (1) are presented 
in Table 2. Care must be taken in interpreting estimated coefficients in this model. While a 
positive (negative) coefficient would indicate a shift in probability to the right-most (left-
most) cell, the impact on the middle cells is ambiguous and depends on the particular density 
functions. Nevertheless, some comment can be made on the levels of significance of the 
probability density shifts, and the limitations concerning the interpretation of the coefficients 
can be countered by the calculation of marginal effects.  
Also included in Table 2 are statistics for joint hypothesis and likelihood ratio tests. 
Preliminary estimates (not shown) employed the entire vector of student characteristics and 
perceptions detailed in Table 1. Wald and LR tests were used to test combinations of 
coefficients for joint significance, and on this basis the variables for student enrolment (UDR 
and FTE) and grade to date (ACR and ADT) were excluded from the final specification [W = 
3.50 ∼ χ2(4)]. Each of the remaining variables were tested on this basis, though failed to be 
excluded from the final specification. However, only the results of seven of the ten separate 
regression models are detailed. Those regressions where KNW (knowledge and pedagogical 
skills), PER (personal characteristics) and DLO (focus on deep-learning outcomes) were 
specified as the dependent variable failed to reject LR tests [LR = 10.21, 11.65 and 12.57 ∼ 
χ2(6) respectively] of the null hypothesis that all the slope coefficients are jointly zero. We 
may conclude that student background characteristics have an insignificant impact on these 
aspects of teaching performance evaluation.  
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<TABLE 2 HERE> 
To start with, in the case of the probability of a particular rating for teaching aims and 
evaluations (AIM), the coefficients relating to expected grade (ECR), aged over thirty years 
(AMT), non-English speaking domestic student (NDM) and gender (FML) are significant. The 
results indicate that there is a higher probability that students expecting a higher grade in the 
subject and from a non-English speaking background will assign a higher rating, while 
students that are female or over thirty years will have a higher probability of assigning a lower 
rating.  
To facilitate further comparability, marginal effects are calculated. These indicate the 
marginal effects of each binary variable on the probability of selecting a given teaching 
evaluation rating (ranked from 0 to 4, with 4 being the most favourable rating in each case). 
These are presented in Table 3 (significant coefficients only). The marginal effects for a given 
binary variable are analysed by comparing the probabilities that result when the variable takes 
its two different values with those that occur with the other variables held constant. For 
example, when given a positive statement concerning the aims and objectives of the subject 
(AIM), the overall effect for students expecting a credit grade or higher (ECR) was positive, 
indicating a rightward shift (towards more favourable outcomes). The marginal effects 
indicate that this was composed of a 0.0193, 0.0834 and 0.0857 decrease in the probability of 
selecting choice 0 (disagree strongly), 1 (disagree) and 2 (neutral) respectively and a 0.0818 
and 0.1066 increase in the probability of selecting 3 (agree) and 4 (strongly agree) 
respectively. Note that the marginal effects sum to zero; this follows from the requirement 
that the probabilities add to one. 
<TABLE 3 HERE> 
Using these marginal effects, it appears that gender (FML) and age (AMT) have the 
greatest negative impact on the highest rating (AIM = 4) with the greatest positive impact on 
the middle rating (AIM = 2). Conversely, the positive effect of expected grade (ECR) 
decreases the probability of selecting the bottom three outcomes (AIM = 0 to 2) and moving 
this into the two most favourable teaching ratings (AIM = 3 and 4), while the positive impact 
of non-English speaking background is concentrated in the highest rating (AIM = 4). 
The remaining regressions where alternative dimensions of teaching performance are 
analysed yield very different results. In the case of the model where concern for students and 
learning (CON) is specified as the dependent variable, only the coefficient on expected grade 
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(ECR) is significant and conforms to the hypothesised sign [the null hypothesis of joint 
insignificance of the slope coefficients is rejected at the .10 level]. With formative assessment 
(FRM) specified as the dependent variable, students who perceive teaching evaluations being 
used for the purposes of tenure, promotion and salary decisions (TEN) assign a lower teaching 
rating, while the regression with curriculum design (CRD) indicates students aged between 
twenty and thirty years (ALT) also assign a lower rating. Conversely, students who perceive 
the evaluation process as a process for improving teaching in the future (TEA) have a higher 
probability of giving a more favourable ranking when questioned about the use of tasks as 
While the results suggest that impact of individual student characteristics vary across the 
seven selected dimensions of teaching performance, there is consistency in the directional 
impact of these variables. For example, the fact that a domestic student is from a non-English 
speaking background (NDM) increases the probability of a high rating for teaching aims and 
objectives (AIM), the use of formative assessment (FRM), curriculum design (CRD), 
commitment to teaching improvement (IMP), the setting of tasks as learning experiences 
(TAS) and overall teaching performance (OVR). However, Table 3 indicates that the marginal 
effects for these significant coefficients may vary. For instance, the marginal change in 
probability for a high expected grade (ECR) is greatest for aims and objectives (AIM) in the 
highest favorable rating (0.1066), while the greatest marginal effect for concern for students 
(CON) is in the next to highest rating (0.1598). Lastly, while the individual coefficients for 
perceptions of the teaching evaluation process (TEN, TEA and STF) are seldom individually 
significant, even at the .01 level, Wald tests of the three linear restrictions that these factors 
are jointly significant are rejected in every regression.   
Concluding Remarks 
The present study uses ordered probit models to investigate the influence student background 
characteristics exert on the probability of a particular teaching evaluation ranking. Several 
dimensions of teaching performance are modelled, including aims and objectives, personal 
characteristics, curriculum design, commitment to improvement and an overall performance 
ranking. The current paper extends empirical work in this area in at least two ways. First, and 
as far as the author is aware, it represents the first attempt to test these purported factors in an 
Australian university. Second, the paper also examines a wider range of explanatory variables 
than has been the case in comparable North American studies.  
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A number of student characteristics are found to impact upon student evaluations of 
teaching. These include the expected grade in the subject, student age, ethnicity and gender, 
along with perceptions of the evaluation process itself. Furthermore, the impact of student 
background variables varies across the various dimensions of teaching performance. The 
questions in student evaluations of teaching concerning curriculum design, subject aims and 
objectives, and overall teaching performance appear most influenced by variables that are 
unrelated to effective teaching. This has obvious implications for the design of teaching 
evaluation questionnaires in the first instance, and subsequently for the interpretation of 
student rankings themselves. Knowledge of these biases can also be used to allocate teaching 
resources where they are most appreciated by students. That is, the instructor can adjust his or 
her teaching strategy to better meet student needs. 
However, the results should be treated with caution. The main consideration is that no 
allowance is made for either instructor or subject-related characteristics. While these are held 
constant in the present analysis, there may be some interaction between these untested 
background variables and student-related characteristics. For example, the finding in this 
study that female students have a higher probability of a lower teaching evaluation rating may 
relate to the teaching style of the instructor or the demands of subjects in finance, rather than 
any gender differences per se.  
Likewise, the analysis has been confined to a single subject in finance. It may be that 
significant differences exist in the effect of student background characteristics on teaching 
evaluations across both subjects and disciplines. This limitation highlights a possible area of 
future research. That is, similar techniques to the present study could be used to 
simultaneously model instructor, subject and student background characteristics.  
One further extension to this work could also focus on the view of teaching effectiveness 
(as held by students of differing characteristics) depending upon the approach taken to student 
learning.  For example, do student’s perceptions and ratings of teaching (as an indicator of 
learning) vary across subject offerings that place a different emphasis on deep-learning 
outcomes, or those that rely on problem-based learning or learning using technology? This 
may also serve to highlight additional issues of concern to teaching staff and other interested 
parties. 
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Appendix 
Tabled Extract of Administered Questionnaire 
Question Response 
1.   The lecturer makes clear what I have to do to be successful in this 
unit. 
Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
2.   The lecturer is skilled at developing a class atmosphere conducive 
to learning. 
Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
3.   The lecturer has a good manner (e.g. friendly, helpful, professional, 
enthusiastic). 
Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
4.   The lecturer shows genuine concern for student progress and needs. Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
5.   The lecturer provides feedback that is constructive and helpful. Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
6.   The lecturer helps me to improve my understanding of concepts and 
principles. 
Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
7.   The lecturer structures and presents the unit content in ways that 
help me to understand. 
Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
8.   The lecturer shows genuine interest in improving their teaching. Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
9.   The lecturer sets tasks that are useful as learning experiences. Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
10. Overall, how would you rate the teaching of this lecturer in this 
unit? 
Strongly disagree 1…5 Strongly agree 
a. To provide a summary measure of teaching 
effectiveness for promotion, tenure and salary 
decisions. 
b. To provide formative feedback to faculty for 
improving teaching. 
11. In your opinion, what is the main purpose of student evaluations of 
teaching? 
c. To yield information for the purposes of 
allocating staff to particular units in the future. 
a.   Pass or lower. 12. All other things being equal, what grade do you expect to obtain in 
this unit?  b.   Credit or higher. 
13. What is your age group? a.   Twenty-one years or lower. 
 b.   Between twenty-one and thirty years. 
 c.   Over thirty years. 
a. English-speaking background domestic or 
overseas student. 
b. Non-English speaking background domestic 
student. 
14. Which of the following categories most accurately describes your 
background? 
c. Non-English speaking background overseas 
student. 
15. What is your gender? a.   Male. 
 b.   Female. 
a.   Part-time enrolment. 16. Which of the following best describes your enrolment status in your 
current course? b.   Full-time enrolment. 
a.   Undergraduate level. 17. Which of the following best describes your enrolment level in your 
current course? b.   Postgraduate level. 
a.   Pass grade or lower. 
b.   Credit grade. 
18. Which of the following best describes your average grade to date in 
your current course? 
c.   Distinction grade or higher 
 
